Why Prevention ?
AN EXAMINATION OF CURRENT ATTITUDES and policies toward drinking reveals an intriguing gap in America's approach to alcohol-related problems. The past several decades have seen a great expansion of concern over the problem of alcoholism. As this concern has grown, many people have come to believe that most of the problems caused by alcohol occur within the relatively small group of people (1 to 4 percent of the adult population) who could be classified as alcoholics. It follows that the best way to deal with alcohol-related problems is to identify people who are or who are likely to become alcoholics and to treat them and those whom they put at greatest risk—namely their children and spouses—as effectively as possible. Volunteer organizations and medical programs have arisen to provide this treatment, and much of the public has come to understand and support such efforts.
This focus on alcoholism has undoubtedly improved the lives of some of America's most troubled drinkers and their families. It has directed attention toward a large part, perhaps the single largest part, of this country's alcohol problems, and it has dealt with those problems in interesting and productive ways. Bx.it alcoholics are not the only people who ever cause or get into trouble because of drinking. Certainly they are the drinkers in uncovering and quantifying its negative consequences. There can be no question that these consequences are severe. But as we begin in the next chapter to investigate policies that can reduce the number of problems associated with drinking, the positive consequences must be kept in mind. If the cost of curtailing alcohol problems is a marked reduction in the possible benefits of drinking, an initiative in that direction is unlikely to gain wide support.
